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Mock trial for Ray seems real, 


By Ray Richmond 

Daily /Yens Television Critic 

Say what you will about the va- 
lidity, or value, of trying a man in 
the court of public opinion. To- 
night’s mock proceeding that car- 
ries the official title “Guilt or In- 
nocence: The Trial of James Earl 
— Ray” (8 p.m. on 

DmnEUT HBO) is nothing 
IvIiVllJW if not fascinating 
fiction. 

It should be remembered that 
the verdict rendered at the close of 
this mock trial has no true legal 
relevance. Even if Ray, serving a 
99-year sentence for the assassina- 
tion of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
25 years ago in Memphis, Tenn., 
is “acquitted” on the show, he re- 
mains in prison in Nashville. 

Yet, a decision that finds Ray 
innocent stands to have reverbera- 
tions that echo loudly enough to 


THE FACTS 


■ The show: “Guilt or Innocence: 

The Trial of James Earl Ray.” 

■ When: 8 tonight and repeating 
Wednesday. April 15, 21 and 27. 

■ Network: HBO. 

■ Hosted by: Journalist Chariayne 
Hunter-Gault. 

■ Our rating: *** 

— don't mias It; +irk — worth your while; 
** — haa its moments; ★ — H you must; Q) — 
don't bother. 


plant a reasonable doubt in the 
minds of millions of viewers. And 
that could ultimately lead to the 
actual trial Ray has never had. 

All because of a television pro- 
gram. 

With that possibility looming, 
there rested a significant responsi- 
bility on the shoulders of co-pro- 
ducers HBO and Thames Televi- 


sion of England. It had to simulate 
reality without transforming it in- 
to an “L.A. Law”-styled circus. 

To that degree, this “Trial of 
James Earl Ray” is a glorious suc- 
cess. By incorporating actual at- 
torneys, jurors, witnesses and tes- 
timony (including Ray himself via 
a closed-circuit monitor) in a gen- 
uine courtroom setting, it provides 
what is probably the closest possi- 
ble approximation of the real 
thing. 

Which is a double-edged sword, 
of course. The actual rhythms of 
the American judicial system are 
often slow, meandering and te- 
dious, and the HBO program is 
often imprisoned by a monotony 
of its own creation. 

It’s also unfortunate that a 10- 
day trial compressed into three 
hours of television is invariably 
going to shortchange certain 
points of testimony and lend im- 
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but it’s only on reel 


balanced weight to others. The 
radical editing often results in 
confusing jumps and starts, a 
problem that voiceover commen- 
tator Chariayne Hunter-Gault 
tries to bridge with her words but 
doesn’t succeed. 

So while viewers will be seeing 
many of the key points and wit- 
nesses, there is also much that isn’t 
being made available. As a result, 
the jury at home will have far less 
to work with in rendering its own 
verdict. 


Even taking all of that into ac- 
count, “The Trial of James Earl 
Ray” is a unique piece of enter- 
tainment that, as far as it g^is, 
makes a compelling statement 
about the longtime denial of Ray’s 
due process. 

“The Trial of James Earl Ray” 
is like a dramaticj-e-enactment on 
some reality-based series. Lines 
are blurred. The major differe n pe 
in the mock trial is no actors are 
used. 




